in contact with someone infected with Ebola might now be reluctant to come forward in case their names are splashed all over the headlines. The public has a legitimate interest in knowing the places an infected person has frequented, for example, but there is a fine line between this and blatant voyeurism, invasion of privacy and sensationalism.
More broadly, the excessive media and political focus on the threat to the United States and other Western countries -which is relatively low -risks engendering a siege mentality. And as Thomas Frieden, director of the US Centres for Disease Control and Prevention, has pointed out, flight bans and other restrictive measures only hamper access by relief agencies, and diminish the much-needed cooperation of local communities. The first USdiagnosed case, he says, is a stark reminder that the threat of exported cases will persist until the outbreak is quashed.
The world is fiddling as West Africa burns, and unless it acts much faster, the outbreak risks spreading to surrounding regions. Sparks from it could lead to exports to more far-flung places, perhaps even to major cities that lack decent public-health infrastructure. But countries and the public must also realize that although action is needed urgently, the commitments must be sustained until the outbreak has been stamped out, which could take many months. The relatively low threat to developed countries must not distract or detract from the pressing need to tackle the outbreak at its source. ■
A little knowledge
The significance of expertise passed on by direct contact-tacit knowledge -is moot. F or the last two decades of the twentieth century, a cold war rumbled on between the laboratories of physicists in Moscow and in the West over the quality of sapphire. The Russian scientists claimed to have measured the rate of decay of the material's resonance -a signal of its quality -with what researchers elsewhere considered impossible precision. The stakes were high: sapphire mirrors were being considered for use in a new generation of laser interferometer gravitational-wave detectors. But were they up to the task? Labs in the United States and United Kingdom could not reproduce the Moscow findings. The discrepancy fuelled mistrust and antagonism.
At the turn of the millennium, the mystery was solved. Measuring the quality of sapphire, it turns out, is as much art as science. The Moscow scientists were expert experimenters, but this expertise was not transferred through the methods sections of their academic papers. The fine fibres used to suspend the sapphire cylinders under investigation 
